To test the hypothesised link between visual search and discrimination of perceptually similar objects, we measured discrimination thresholds for the relevant stimulus parameters (figure 3a). Thresholds were estimated separately for orientation and spatial frequency via a`2 down, 1 up' staircase method, with the final five reversals averaged (spatial frequency: mean 0X16 cycle deg À1 , SD 0X08 cycle deg À1 ; orientation: mean 2X448, SD 2X458). Composite z-transformed discrimination threshold (treated as the covariate) was not predictive of visual-search response times (F 1 36 1X38, p 0X247) and there were no significant two-way interactions with task manipulations (Fs 5 1). Thus, we found no evidence linking performance on visual-search tasks to the ability to make fine-grained discriminations along the stimulus dimensions that differentiated targets from distractors. To test the alternative hypothesis that visual search is linked to speed of processing, participants completed two inspection-time tasks (figure 3b) that were similar to the corresponding versions of the discrimination task but with the identity of the distractors held constant at the stimulus parameters of the easy visual-search task. Stimuli were backward-masked with a composite of the target and distractor, and inspection time was varied, with thresholds determined by the staircase method described above (spatial frequency: mean 33X2 ms, SD 25X7 ms; orientation: mean 79X9 ms, SD 40X3 ms). ANCOVA revealed that participants with shorter inspection times (average of z-transformed thresholds) gave quicker visual-search responses (F 1 36 6X94, p 0X012) and demonstrated a marginally reduced effect of display size (F 1X2 42X9 3X56, p 0X059). Practice trials reinforcing the target identity were completed prior to each task.
(1) As noted by one reviewer, in the orientation version of the task the stimulus^mask transition could result in perception of apparent rotation. However, this additional cue should weaken any association between inspection-time thresholds and other measures (Mackenzie and Bingham 1985) . Indeed, when inspection-time threshold was measured with the use of the spatial-frequency version alone, the main effect of inspection time (F 1 36 12X88, p 0X001) and the inspection time by display size interaction (F 1X2 43X4 5X03, p 0X009) were both strengthened.
, , These findings may have important implications for the understanding of visual perception in autism. In particular, the conventional practice of controlling for IQ or mental age in autism research leaves open the possibility of confounding differences in speed of processing that could explain superior visual search.
Speed of processing may not, however, be the whole story. Further analyses revealed that AQ scores were not directly correlated with inspection-time thresholds (r 38 À0X114, p 0X495) or indeed with discrimination thresholds (r 38 À0X053, p 0X754). Thus, the link between visual search and sub-clinical autism traits appears to be mediated by some other cognitive variable that was not measured in the current study. To the extent that AQ scores are a proxy for autism, speed of processing provides only a partial explanation for group differences in autism studies. Nonetheless, in the light of the current results, future studies of autism should consider the extent to which variation in visual-search performance is determined by individual differences in speed of processing, before seeking an explanation for any residual autistic advantage.
